The norm-referenced evaluation system has been used to grade 
INTRODUCTION
Teachers have to give grades to students. It is a simple fact of post-secondary life. Students want to know how they are doing in a class, and schools want to know how a class is doing in its institution. Because there is so much vested in grades (for students, teachers, and schools), there is a huge drive to get grades "right." For similar reasons, grades also have to be defensible; if a student questions why he or she received a grade, a teacher must be able to explain. 
The Reasons to Grade
Before we can look at the systems we use to grade, and why they do or do not work, we need to understand the purpose of grading. Essentially, before we can (or, at least, before we should) make decisions about the how of grading, we must understand the why. Why do we, as teachers, give grades? Here we must make a distinctionthe difference between assessment, evaluation, and grading. These terms are often used interchangeably, and there is little agreement on exact definitions. For the readers purposes, however, the author shall use these definitions:
Assessment is the explanation to a student of what that student did well, or is skilled at, and where he or she must improve. Grading is the ranking of a student based on a pre-existing scale of numbers (GPA), letters (A-F), or percentages. Evaluation is the combination of both, feedback and rank given together. Some teachers do all three of these throughout a class; some do only one or two. Windsor, Ontario. Pure assessment is primarily a feedback tool. It gives a student an idea of what to work on. Evaluation, however, can serve multiple purposes. Fenwick and Parsons (2000) offer nine reasons for evaluation: (i) to compare performance to goals; (ii) to help learners make decisions about future actions; (iii) to monitor student's progress; (iv) to assess the teaching methods; (v) to revise the program; (vi) to provide information for the institution; (vii) to assess the learner's background knowledge; (viii) to determine learner satisfaction; and (ix) to develop self-assessment (p. 15-6).
University of
While these are all good purposes behind the assessment half of evaluation, how do grades work in this context? Do grades help students improve? Help them understand their mistakes? Warn them of the path they are treading in terms of academic achievement? Possibly the main uses of grades are to rank which students get which bursaries, and to satisfy the criteria set forth by our employers. But why do universities require a grading system? In Writing Relationships, Lad Tobin (1993) says that "grades are currently an integrated, even central, part not only of our academic institutions but also our entire society" (p. 60). It would be difficult to disagree; admission, scholarships, bursaries, and employment often hinge on students achieving and maintaining specific grades. But why is this the case? Why do institutions require students to achieve a certain rank or score to determine if they "learned" enough to get a credit for the course?
The answer to these questions lies in the differentiating of two terms: summative evaluation and formative evaluation. According to Fenwick and Parsons (2000) , "summative evaluation occurs at the end of a unit or course of study. Its purpose is to summarize what the learner has accomplished and the growth that has taken place" (p. 27), whereas "formative evaluation occurs during the learning activities. Its purpose is to give feedback to learners about their progress or growth" (p. 28). We see, then, that it is summative evaluation that is required by postsecondary institutions; a single, holistic grade (whether it is a letter grade, percent, or grade point system) that reflects how successful a student was in a course. Using grades in this way allows for an external audit of how successful or unsuccessful a student was (in a quick, easy way, as opposed to having to read through notes to and on every student) and, by extension, how successful and unsuccessful a class is. Summative evaluation gives the grades that will follow a student through his or her academic career, lurking on transcripts and meddling with GPAs. For that reason, the purpose behind summative evaluation is somewhat out of the hands of individual teachers; it must be used to compare the student's "performance as it is, with performance as it should be" (Biggs & Tang, 2003, p. 164) and to express where they fall in that comparison. it, "the ability of our students is not likely to be normally distributed because our students are not randomly selected" (p. 171); to be in such a class in the first place, a student must be intelligent (after all, most schools require a certain grade average for admission) and would be more likely have some pre-existing knowledge of the subject than a randomly selected person from outside of academia.
Finally, the notion that students' grades should fit on the bell curve is flawed due to the time of when grading takes place. Consider the Army Alpha; it was given to new recruits to assess their abilities untrained. In academia, however, grades (especially the ever-emphasized summative grade) come at the end of an activity or learning period, after the teaching process. This means that a teacher is no longer evaluating a randomized assortment of people;
rather, the evaluation is of a group of people who have all been given the knowledge necessary. If the point of teaching is to improve the knowledge base of the students, then one must assume that, after the teaching has taken place, the students should all rank as above-average in the area that was taught. 11). If fifty percent of the class receives a score of eightyfive out of one hundred, than that eighty-five percent grade is "curved down" to be worth a C. Similarly, if the majority of the class receives only twenty percent, than that twenty is "curved up" to be a C. The problem is that this invalidates the performance of the students, because, even if every student in the class does exceptionally well or exceptionally poorly, the teacher is limiting the number of students who can receive an A or an F. The entire concept of grading along the bell curve makes grades arbitrary and malleable from one situation to the next, which removes any possible belief of the "fairness" of grading.
If the bell curve is such an inappropriate tool for grading, then why is it used at all? Biggs and Tang (2003) suggest that "grading on the curve also appeals to administrators, because it conveys the impression that standards over all departments are 'right', not too slack, not too stringent" (p.
174). If too many students score too highly in a class, the class must have little value because it is easy, known colloquially as a "bird course." On the other hand, if too many students fail, the class still has little value, because the teacher is clearly failing to deliver information to the student. The bell curve, then, creates the illusion of perfection; since the majority pass, the teacher is doing his or her job, but since only a few are ranked very high, the teacher is not being too easy. This "goldilocks effect" of needing things to be balanced just right, however, results in the need to adjust grades to reflect those "just right"
conditions, rather than to reflect the actual work being produced by a group of students.
The bell curve clearly has no place in university grading.
However, it is merely one (albeit one very infamous) tool in the much larger system of normative-referenced evaluation. NRE is any method of grading which "compares one learner's performance to others in the same group and is governed by the belief that a 'normal' Whether it is through bell curving or through some other technique, NRE is an inappropriate method of evaluation for university studies. It is based on the unsustainable assumptions discussed above. It is a system in which the grades are arbitrary, and "education quality and student This is because it is impossible for a teacher to make the two tests equal in difficulty. If the tests are different, than one is inevitably going to be more difficult than the other. If they are the same, however, then you encounter the problem that Biggs and Tang (2003) call "backwash," where
"students learn what they think they will be tested on" (p.
169). If they have already encountered the material in test
form, they will naturally be extra vigilant when learning that specific material; in effect, the identical post-test will be evaluating how well the students can remember the questions from the pretest -which questions they answered correctly and which ones they did not -and not how Realistically, the likelihood is that the student with a solid background in English will produce superior pieces of writing throughout the course; however, it is also quite possible that the E.S.L. student will improve quite drastically, while the English student remains at the same level through the course. Would we then give the E.S.L. student a better grade than the English student, because the E.S.L. student had improved by a greater degree than the English student? Students do not all come into a classroom with the same level of skill or knowledge, so a self-referenced evaluation system cannot be used to grade fairly across a number of students. "Assessment is never objective or clean; it is never easily and painlessly resolved" (p. 58). The simple fact is that grading is, at its core, a subjective, opinionated act. In CRE, however, the subjective decisions can be defended by reference back to the assigned criteria that were given to the students with the assignment. It is subjective, yes, but it is not unfair or indefensible.
Implications of Criterion-Referenced
Even with these defences of CRE, many universities still The author has certainly encountered this problem of a student's opinions of their own ability differing from his (and it was, the author believe, compounded by the fact that he was not too much older than the student in question and so did not have the mantle of parent-like authority that some teachers have). The author particularly remember a student who questioned, not the feedback that he gave her, but the grade it amounted to. Further discussion, though, revealed that she understood and agreed with his comments, including the comments highlighting unclear language or grammatical mistakes. When the author asked what it was she did not understand about her grade, her response was that she "was always an excellent writer in high school," and so clearly she believed should still be graded as such in university. The author believes that the comments, removed from the grade, would have benefited this student in a way that they did not when the grade was given, because she could look no further than the grade.
Unfortunately, the abolishment of grading is currently not a real option for most courses. As Potter and Baker (2011) put it, "while [the abolishment of grading entirely] might be a desirable goal, it isn't feasible at this point because many scholarship, graduate school, and employment decisions are made on the basis of grades" (p. 34). There is far too much interest vested in grades as academic currency, proof of aptitude, or intelligence for them to be removed from the post-secondary system. For now, at least, grades are a necessity.
Conclusion
There are many ways and many reasons to evaluate students. While formative assessment is helpful during the course of teaching, it is summative grading that will follow the students and affect their academic careers. Similarly, while analytic evaluation of parts may work for formative assessment, it is holistic grading, in Composition at least, that must be used to reach the summative grade on work.
Whatever the reason for grading, if there is any hope for grades to be fair, accurate, and defensible, the grading must be done in a criteria-referenced system. Clear, detailed criteria must be given to students when the assignment is first assigned, and it is in reference to those criteria that the teacher must determine how successful or unsuccessful a given piece or work is. As Royce Sadler (2009) says, "students deserve to have their work graded strictly according to its quality, without their responses on the same or similar tasks being compared with those of other students in their group, and without regard to the students' individual histories of previous achievement" (p. 809). While grading may be an unavoidable necessity of the postsecondary institution, the teachers, can work to make it fair.
The first step towards that is the abolishment of a normativereferenced system of grading and its most infamous tool, the bell curve.
